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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR ORGANIZING DATA 
Inventor: Bjorn J. Gruenwald 

Cross-Reference to Related Applications 
[0001] The present application is related to co-pending Application No. 09/617,047, 
entitled "System and Method for Organizing Data " which was filed on July 14, 2000; which is 
related to a co-pending application No. 09/412,970, entitled "System and Method for Organizing 
Data," which was filed on October 6, 1999; which, in turn, is related to a co-pending AppKcation 
No. 09/357,301, entitled "System and Method for Organizing Data," which was filed on July 20, 
1999. The contents of all three of the above mentioned co-pending applications are hereby 
incorporated by reference. 

Background 

Field of the Invention 

[0002] The present invention relates to databases generally, and more particularly to a 
system and method for orgmaizing, searching, and retrieving stored data. 

Discussion of the Related Art 

[0003] Data in conventional database systems tends to be organized in ways that 
constrain effective access and use of the data. Some conventional database systems organize 
data in an "ad hoc" fashion. Data in ad hoc databases tends to be organized with a specific 
purpose in mind. For example, data published on the World Wide Web is organized according to 
how its pubHsher wishes it to be viewed. Other conventional database systems organize data in 
relational databases. Data in relational databases is organized into tables with various 
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connections among the tables dependant upon the nature of relationships in the underljdng data 
stored therein. Still other conventional systems organize data in object oriented databases. 
These databases employ traditional object oriented mechanisms for retrieving and storing data. 
Various other conventional databases are described generally in C.J. Date, Introduction to 
Database Systems (Addison Wesley, 6^ ed. 1994). 

[0004] Conventional techniques to search for and retrieve data are often limited by a 
format in which the data is stored. Not only are these techniques constrained by the format of 
the data, but also by an organization of that data imposed by an original implementation. 
Typically, a user supplies one or more search terms when performing a database query. 
However, a user must also understand the organization of the data in terms of fields, tables, 
objects, etc, in which any search terms may appear. 

[005] Although many proprietary database systems with specialized user interfaces and 
application programmer interfaces (APIs) exist to assist the user, various databases, particularly 
relational databases, are based on a structured query language (SQL) that provides additional 
levels of interface above SQL. A query of a relational database is constrained by a table format 
associated with the underlying relational database. Furthermore, even the format of the 
relational database itself is constrained because data must be organized in a tree fomat. In such 
a format, many potential relationships are not represented. Searching or querying databases, 
then becomes a specialized activity requiring fmiiliarity with the data to be searched as well as 
its organizational structure. 

[0006] A bigger problem, however, is that not all data is organized. For example, very 
little of the information available on the Worid Wide Web (the 'Web") is structured in any 
fashion whatsoever. A typical method for obtaining information from the Web includes using a 
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search engine. Search engines present results of a query in an unstructured fashion. Much of the 
results are out of context, often identifymg a bewildering array of "matches" or "hits" with little, 
if any relationship to one another. 

[0007] Databases are used to organize data for storage, transactions, and retrieval. Many 
mechanisms for achieving this make use of flat files. A flat file is a database implemented in a 
single file. A flat file typically uses sequential storage, making it very difficult to search. 

[0008] Network and hierarchic databases have been also developed. A hierarchic 
database is an ordered set of groups arranged in a hierarchy, with descendant groups descending 
firom predecessor groups, each descendant group havmg a single predecessor group, and a unique 
predecessor group on top. Network databases are generalizations of hierarchical databases. A 
network database is a set of groups with arbitrary links between them and no ordering among the 
groups. In fact, in a network database two groups can each be predecessors of each other in 
different links. 

[0009] These two forms of databases share some common problems. The problems 
generally are of two types: limitations in relationships that can be modeled, and inefficiencies 
and complexities in manipulating data and relationships. In both network and hierarchical 
databases, data is replicated more than necessary and all relationships are local to a given piece 
of data. Further, if one wants to see how an item of data in a particular group relates to the data 
as a whole, numerous complex queries must be made. 

[0010] The current trend in databases is toward the relational model and the object 
oriented model. The relational model represents data in tables, with rows corresponding to data 
entries and columns corresponding to data fields. Each table has a set of columns designated as a 
key, which identifies an element uniquely. Also, mappings between tables are implemented with 
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foreign keys, or entries in tables that map to keys in other tables. This is a flexible representation 
that permits modeling of many relationships, but it is burdened by the local view it imposes of 
data. Often times, data is replicated unnecessarily and mappings are local to a particular 
relationship among a particular occurrence of data fields. 

[0011] Object oriented databases exhibit the typical characteristics of object oriented 
programming: encapsulation, inheritance, polymorphism, etc. Often, these characteristics exist 
only in the interface rather than the implementation itself, and the underlying database is 
relational or hierarchic, for example. If the underlying database is itself object oriented, then 
again the representation is local in nature, data is replicated, and interdependencies among data 
3 are difficult to model or discover. 

[0012] What is needed is an improved system and method for organizing data. 

Summary of the Invention 
[0013] The present invention provides a system and method for organizing and retrieving 
data. The present invention replicates existing data in a format that is representative of naturally 
occurring relationships associated with the elements in the data. The data is organized into 
groups. A group represents a collection of information including one or more data fields. These 
groups are organized into a network based on relationships in the underiying data. These 
relationships are referred to herein as mappings. The network provides an organizational 
structure that is flexible in terms of traversing, organizing, searching, and presenting data. This 
organization structure is also conducive for extracting a portion of the database relevant to a 
particular purpose and replicating that portion elsewhere, such as on a palmtop computer, 
personal data apparatus ("PDA"), etc. 
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[0014] According to one embodiment of the present invention, the data is represented in 
a context format. In this embodiment, a context includes all information relevant to an item of 
data at a parent group of the network. The context provides a useful way for a user to analyze 
data within each of the various contexts in which that item of data exists. 

[0015] According to another embodiment of the present invention, mappings between 
groups are stored in separate files, referred to herein as many-to-many transfer (MMX) files. 
These MMX files are used to map relationships between two groups adjacent one another in the 
hierarchy. In some embodiments of the present invention, these mappings are maintained in both 
directions for each of the groups in the network. The use of MMX files facilitates the tracking of 
J relationships in the underlying data withui the network. 

[0016] One feature of the present invention provides a method for efficiently searching 
and retrieving data. The data is organized according to a structure, and a query can be made 
against any group or multiple groups of the structure. The results of the query are returned in 
= context. In some embodiments of the present invention, the results are presented in a format that 
y aids in quick user comprehension, selection, and traversal of the relevant data. 

[0018] Another feature of some embodiments of the present invention is independence 
firom the organization of the source(s) of the data source. These embodiments repHcate the data 
in memory and virtual memory in a format conducive to rapid searching and retrieval in a format 
suitable for traversal by the user. Furthermore, changes in underlying data, such as updates to a 
transactional database, can be reflected readily in the replicated data. 

[0019] Another feature of some embodiments of the present mvention provides a way to 
naturally apply mathematical algorithms to data of any kind. Mathematical algorithms provide 
increased fimctionality, efficiency, and methods for classifying and presenting data. 
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Furthermore, mathematical algorithms provide a tremendous speed increase over conventional 
database algorithms in performing needed functions such as a sort. 

[0020] Another feature of some embodiments of the present invention allows for the 
application of a useful structure to data having an arbitrary number of fields with arbitrary 
relationships. Regardless of the complexity of the data, these embodimeuts of the present 
invention can efficiently and effectively model and manipulate relationships among the data. 

[0021] Another feature of some embodiments of the present invention provides a global 
interpretation on data that permits a representation of both local and global relationships among 
data. These embodiments of the present invention facilitate complex queries and return data in a 

3 format with context and structure that is easy for a user to parse and readily extract relevant 

y information. 

^ [0022] Another feature of some embodiments of the present invention allows creation of 

a subset of a database by querying and extracting only information relevant to the query. Such a 
z subset is useful to speed future queries or to place data for analysis onto a small hand-held 
y device, for example. 

[0023] These and other features and advantages of the present invention will become 
apparent from the following drawings and description. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 
[0024] The present invention is described with reference to the accompanying drawings. 
In the drawings, like reference numbers indicate identical or functionally similar elements. 
Additionally, the left-most digit(s) of a reference number identifies the drawing in which the 
reference number first appears. 
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[0025] FIG. 1 illustrates an exemplary environment in which the present invention 
operates. 

[0026} FIG. 2 illustrates an exemplary data record. 

[0027] FIGS. 3A and 3B illustrate how data elements from the data records are organized 
according to one embodiment of the present invention. 

[0028] FIGS. 4A-4H illustrate mapping relationships between data groups according to 
various embodiments of the present invention. 

[0029] FIG. 5 illustrates various types of mappings. 

10030] FIG. 6 illustrates exemplary many-to-many transfer ("MMX") files according to 
3 one embodiment of the present invention. 

[0031] FIG. 7 ilhistrates exemplary MMX files accoiding to one embodiment of the 
£ present invention. 

[00321 FIG.8 illustrates an exemplary network of groups according to one embodiment of 
^ the present invention. 

y [0033] FIG. 9 ilhistrates an exemplary hierarchy formed firom a network of groups 

^ according to one embodiment of the present invention. 

[0034] FIGS. lOA-D illustrate various types of hierarchies according to the present 
invention. 

[0035] FIGS. 1 1 A-D illustrate various exemplary hierarchies formed fi*om the network of 

groups. 

[0036] FIG. 12 illustrates an exemplary composite mapping according to one 
embodiment of the present invention. 
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[0037] FIG, 13 illustrates an exemplary hierarchy according to one embodiment of the 
present invention. 

[0038] FIG. 14 illustrates an exemplary instance of a person and a portion of its context 
obtained from the exemplary hierarchy. 

[0039] FIG. 15 illustrates exemplary MMX files for mapping instances between various 
groups, and vice versa, according to one embodiment of the present invention. 

[0040] FIG. 16 illustrates other exemplary MMX files for mapping instances between 
various groups, and vice versa, according to one embodiment of the present invention. 

[0041] FIG. 17 illustrates an exemplary context according to one embodiment of the 
present invention. 

[0042] FIG. 18 illustrates another exemplary hierarchy according to one embodiment of 
the present invention. 

[0043] FIG. 19 illustrates exemplary data files according to one embodiment of the 
present invention. 

[0044] FIGS. 20-22 illustrate various MMX files reflective of the various relationships 
between the groups in the hierarchy of FIG. 18. 

[0045] FIG. 23 illustrates an operation of one embodiment of the present invention. 

[0046] FIG. 24 illustrates an exemplary context built in response to a first query 
according to one embodiment of the present invention. 

[0047] FIG. 25 illustrates another exemplary context built in response to a second query 
according to one embodiment of the present invention. 

Detailed Description 

System Overview 
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f0048] The present invention is directed to a system and method for organizing, 
searching and retrieving data. The present invention is described below with respect to various 
exemplary embodiments, particularly with respect to various database applications. However, 
various features of the present invention may be extended to other areas as would be apparent. 

[0049] FIG. 1 illustrates an exemplary environment in which the present invention 
operates. Environment 100 includes a user 110 interacting with a computer 120. In various 
embodiments, the present invention is embodied in software, hardware, firmware or other similar 
structures and devices, and/or combinations thereof, operable on or with computer 120. 
J Computer 120 may be connected through a network 160 to one or more data sources 1 50 that 
0 contain data. Network 1 60 may be an Internet, such as the World Wide Web ("the Web"), an 
J intranet, such as a company LAN or similar network, or other networks including various wired 
J or wireless connections. Computer 120 may also be connected to a local memory 1 30. Local 
g memory 130 may or may not be resident within computer 120. 

=i [0050] In one embodunent of the present invention, data from data source 1 50 may be 

3 replicated and organized in local memory 130 as data structures 140 (illustrated in FIG. 1 as data 
structures 140A, MOB, HOC, and MOD.) An exemplary organization of data from data source 
150 into data structures 140 is illustrated with respect to FIG. 2, FIGS. 3 A and 3B. 

[0051] FIG. 2 illustrates an exemplary data record 200 from data source 150. As 
illustrated, data record 200 includes various data fields 205, including a name 210, which may 
include separate data fields for a last name 212, a first name 214, and a middle initial 216; an 
address 220, which may include separate data fields for a street address 222, a city 224, a state 
226, and a zip code 228; a social security number ("SSN") 230; a phone number 240, which may 
include separate data fields for a work phone number 242, and a home number 244; a date of 
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birth ("DOB") 250; and an account niunber 260. Such a data record 200 may be used, for 
example, by banks to manage their bank accounts. Data record 200 is provided for purposes of 
example; the present invention operates with various other data records 200 as would be 
apparent. 

[0052] Data storage 150 may include a plurality of data records 200 as illustrated in FIG. 
3 . More particularly, data storage 1 50 may include a data record 200A for "Person 1 ," a data 
record 200B for "Person 2," a data record 200C for 'Terson 3," etc. In one embodiment of the 
present invention, individual data fields 205 from data records 200 are retrieved from data 
storage 150, organized as data structures 140 as illustrated in FIG. 3B, and stored in local 
memory 130. Henceforth, data structures 140 are referred to as data files 140. As would be 
apparent, data files 140 may be stored as a "file," in the traditional sense, when local memory 
130 includes a hard drive, diskette, etc., or as a block, table, or array when local memory 130 
includes RAM, for example. As would be apparent, in some embodiments of the present 
invention, disk space (e.g., diskettes, hard drives, servers, etc.) may be memory mapped and 
operate in a maimer similar to RAM, for example. 

[0053] As illustrated in FIG. 3B, according to one embodiment of the present invention, 
each data field 205 (e.g., DOB 250), or group of data fields (e.g., name 210) is organized as a 
data file 140. hi particular, data file 140A corresponds to name 210 having individual name 
fields 210A, 210B, 210C, etc.; data file HOB corresponds to address 220 having individual 
address fields 220A, 220B, 220C, etc.; and data file 1400 corresponds to DOB 250 having 
individual DOB fields 250A, 250B, 250C, etc. Each data file 140 includes all instances of the 
corresponding data field 205 for each data record 200. Thus, as illustrated, a name 210A from 
data record 200A corresponding to "Person 1" is illustrated as occupying a first line, or "column" 
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in data file 140A; an address 220A from data record 200A is illustrated as occupying a first line 
in data file HOB; and a DOB 250A fi-om data record 200A is illustrated as occupying a first line 
in data file HOC. In a similar fashion, data pertaining to "Person 2" and "Person 3" resides at 
the second and third lines, respectively, of each of data files HOA, HOB, and HOC. 

[0054] In FIG. 3B, data files 140 may collectively be thought of as individual rows of a 
matrix while the lines (Le., "Person X") may be thought of as its columns. Each column then 
corresponds to an instance of data record 200 and each row corresponds to a particular data field 
205 (or group of data fields 205). The usefulness of this particular organization will become 
apparent and is described in detail in Application No. 09/357,301, entitled "System and Method 
for Organizing Data," which was filed on July 20, 1999, and incorporated herein by reference. 
As would be apparent, the "matrix" of FIG. 3B may be transposed so that columns correspond to 
particular data fields 205 and rows correspond to instances of data record 200. 

Groups 

[0055] As alluded to above, various types of data fields 205 may be organized together as 
a data group. FIG. 2 illustrates some examples of data groups. For example, name 210 is a data 
group including last name 212, first name 214, and middle initial (or name) 216. Likewise, 
address 220 is a data group including street address 222, city 224, state 226, and zip code 228. 
Other data groups may be organized in various fashions other than that illustrated, including 
groups of groups. For example other data groups may be organized firom FIG. 2. An 
"identifying" data group may include name 210, SSN 230, and DOB 250, while a "person" data 
group may include all data fields 205 in data record 200. For purposes of the present invention, a 
data group is treated as a logical unit of data. In FIG. 3B, data files HOA and HOB are each a 
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data group, specifically, name 21 0 and address 220. Various other relationships may exist 
within/among data groups in data storage 150 beyond those illustrated in FIGS. 2 and 3A-B. 
Before discussing those relationships in further detail, a discussion of how those relationships are 
tracked or "mapped" by the present invention is warranted. 

Relationships 

[0056] FIG. 4 illustrates an example in terms of a popular children's cereal of how the 
present mvention maps relationships between data groups. In this cereal, marshmallows may 
come in one of five shapes: stars, horseshoes, diamonds, hearts, or clovers. The marehmallows 
also may come in one of five colors: orange, purple, blue, pink, and green. Table I illustrates 
the relationship between color and shape of the marshmallows. 



TABLE I - Relationship Between Shape and Color 


1 


Stars 


Orange 


2 


Horseshoes 


Purple 


3 


Diamonds 


Blue 


4 


Hearts 


Pink 


5 


Clovers 


Green 



[0057] FIG. 4A illustrates a shape data file 410 and a color data file 420 including each 
of then: respective values. FIG. 4B illustrates a relationship 430 between shape data file 410 and 
color data file 420 as defined in Table 1 : hearts are pink; stars are orange; etc. In this example, 
the mapping is "symmetric," Le., there is a one-to-one relationship between color and shape, and 
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vice versa. The present invention also operates with asymmetric mappings as will be discussed 
in further detail below. 

[0058] FIG. 4C illustrates a color-to-shape mapping 440 that maps color to shape and 
FIG. 4D illustrates a shape-to-color mapping 450 that maps shape to color. In one embodiment 
of the present invention, a left-hand column of mappings 440, 450 is sorted based on an original 
ordering or sort of data files 410, 420 respectively. Other bases for sorting are available as 
would be apparent. 

[0059] In one embodiment of the present invention where only one-to-one mappings 
exist, mappings 440, 450 illustrated in FIG. 4C and 4D are represented based on a position or 
^ line within the chart as opposed to the "value" of the correspondmg shape or color. Thus, FIG. 
] 4E illustrates a color-to-shape mapping 460 according to this embodiment. As illustrated, in 
Fi color-to-shape mapping 460, "Line 1 " in color data file 4 1 0 maps to "Line 4" in shape data file 

420; "Line 2" in color data file 410 maps to "Line 1" in shape data file 420; "Line 3" in color 
= data file 410 maps to "Line 5" in shape data file 420; "Line 4" in color data file 410 maps to 
^ "Line 3" in shape data file 420; and "Line 5" in color data file 410 maps to "Line 2" in shape 
data file 420. Similarly, FIG. 4F illustrates a shape-to-color data file 470 according to this 
embodiment. As illustrated, in shape-to-color mapping 470, "Line 1" in shape data file 420 
maps to "Line 2" in color data file 410; "Line 2" in shape data file 420 maps to "Line 5" in color 
data file 410; "Line 3" in shape data file 420 maps to "Line 4" in color data file 410; "Line 4" in 
shape data file 420 maps to "Line 1" in color data file 410; and "Line 5" in shape data file 420 
maps to "Line 3" in color data file 410. 

[0060] In another embodiment of the present invention, mappings 460, 470 may be 
fiirther simplified by taking advantage of an implicit line number of mapping 460, 470 to 
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eliminate the left-hand column altogether as illustrated in FIGS. 4G and 4H, respectively. In 
other words, the implicit line (i.e., index) into color data file 410 to a particular color may also be 
used as the line to mapping 460. For example, the color value "Green" corresponds to "Line 3" 
in color data file 410. Using this as an index to mapping 480 returns "Line 5" which in turn 
becomes the line or index to shape data file 420 and returns a value of "Clovers." Thus, in 
mapping 480 illustrated by FIG. 4G, the implicit "Line 1" of color data file 410 maps to "Line 4" 
of shape data file 420, etc., while in mapping 490 illustrated by FIG. 4H, the implicit "Lme 1" of 
shape data file 420 maps to "Line 2" of color data file 410, etc. 

[0061] The symmetric mappings illustrated in FIG. 4 are referred to herein as one-to-one 
mappings because each shape maps to a unique color, and vice versa. FIG. 5 illustrates various 
types of symmetric mappings generally, including a one-to-one mapping 510, a one-to-many 
mapping 520, a many-to-one mapping 530, and a many-to-many mapping 540. As discussed, in 
one-to-one mapping 510, a single instance of one data group maps to a single instance in another 
data group. In one-to-many mapping 520, a single instance of one data group maps to a plurality 
of instances in another data group. In many-to-one mapping 530, a plurality of instances of one 
data group each map to a single instance of another data group. In many-to-many mapping 540, 
a plurality of instances of one data group each map to a plurality of instances of another data 
group. Many-to-many mapping 540 is the most general mapping, with each other mapping 510, 
520, and 530 being a special case thereof The present invention accommodates each of these 
types of mappings as it organizes data fi:om data storage 150. 

MMXFiles 
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[0062] In one embodiment of the present invention, mappings may be organized and 
stored as a many-to-many transfer ("MMX") file. In one embodiment, each MMX file includes 
two columns. In some embodiments of the present invention, a left-hand column may be sorted 
in some manner as will be discussed in further detail below. These embodiments are sometimes 
referred to as "discrete" MMX files. In some embodiments of the present invention, certain 
mappings may be represented as continuous functions. In other words, with respect to these 
continuous MMX files, an equation, (e.g., y = f(x)) may be used to express the relationships. 

[0063] While other mechanisms for organizing, storing and exploiting relationship 
information may be used as would be apparent, the present invention is now described with 
reference to discrete MMX files. The values within the MMX file correspond to "lines" indexed 
to data files 140, as discussed above, which in turn, identify data elements or instances of the 
related group. According to tiie present invention, two types of MMX files exist: a many-to- 
many forward tiansfer ("MMF") file and a many-to-many reverse transfer ("MMR") file. The 
MMF file maps instances fi-om a first group to instances of a second group, while the MMR file 
maps firom instances firom the second group to instances of the first group. For now, MMF and 
MMR files are distinguished by definition only, as forward and reverse are relative concepts. 

[0064] As illustrated m FIG. 4, mapping 460 is an MMF file that specifies the 
relationship between color data file 410 and shape data file 420 and mapping 470 is a MMR file 
that specifies the relationship between shape data file 420 and color data file 410. As mentioned 
above, mappings 460, 470 are symmetric. Accordmgly, the MMF and MMR files are inverses of 
each other. As a result, reversing the columns and then sorting the new left-hand column inverts 
the MMX file into the MMR file, and vice versa. With respect to other types of mappings 
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illustrated in FIG. 5, inverting a one-to-many file returns a many-to-one file and vice versa, and 
inverting a many-to-many file returns another many-to-many file. 

[0065] FIG. 6 illustrates a set of MMX files including an MMF file 610 and an MMR file 
620. As illustrated, MMF file 610 represents a one-to-many mapping. At least one data element 
fi-om a first group (left-hand column of MMF file 610) maps to multiple data elements from a 
second group (right-hand column of MMF file 610). Specifically, line 24 of the first group maps 
to lines 151 and 201 of the second group; and line 57 of the first group maps to lines 3, 36, 200 
and 213 of the second group. These are identified with 'o' and in MMF file 610 of FIG. 6, 
respectively. 

[0066] MMR file 620 is the inverse mapping of MMF file 610. As discussed above, 
MMR file 620 may be obtained by reversing the columns of MMF file 610 and sorting the new 
left-hand column. As MMF file 610 is a one-to-many mapping, MMR file 620 is a many-to-one 
mapping. Specifically, lines 1 51 and 201 of the second group (left-hand colunm of MMR file 
620) each map to line 24 of the first group (right-hand column of MMR file 620). This is 
identified with 'o' in MMR file 620 of FIG. 6. 

[0067] FIG. 7 illustrates another set of MMX files including an MMF file 710 and an 
MMR file 720. As illustrated, MMF file 710 represents a many-to-many mapping. Data 
elements firom a first group (left-hand column of MMF file 710) each map to multiple data 
elements firom a second group (right-hand column of MMF file 710). Specifically, line 8 fi'om 
the first group maps to lines 38, 21, and 312 fi-om the second group; and line 1 12 from the first 
group maps to lines 71, 38, and 316 from the second group. These are identified with and 'o' 
in MMF file 710 of FIG. 7, respectively. MMR file 720 is also a many-to-many mapping. 
Specifically, line 38 from the second group (left-hand column of MMR file 720) maps to lines 8, 
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35, 58, and 122 from the first group (right-hand column of MMR file 720). This is identified 
with '+' in MMR file 720. 
Networks and Hierarchies 

[0068] Many sets of relationships exist within the data in data storage 150. The present 
invention provides a mechanism whereby each of these relationships may mapped and 
subsequently exploited to search and retrieve data. Once the data is organized into groups and 
the relationships mnong the groups are mapped using, for example, MMX files, a network is 
formed such as network 800 illustrated in FIG. 8. 

[0069] Network 800 includes various groups 805 including a group 810, a group 820, a 
group 830, a group 840, a group 850, a group 860, a group 870, a group 880, a group 890, and a 
group 895. As illustrated group 870 is mapped to group 830 with an appropriate set of MMX 
files; group 830 is mapped to group 870 and also to group 895 with appropriate sets of MMX 
files; group 895 is mapped to groups 830, 820 and 810 with appropriate sets of MMX files; etc. 

[0070] In order to be useful as a whole, each group 805 in network 800 must be 
connected to at least one other group 805, in which case, a path exists from any one group to any 
other group. This path may include one or more other groups. For example, a path exists 
between group 870 and group 895 through group 830. As illustrated, network 800 only includes 
symmetric links as discussed above. 

[0071] Network 800 is usefiil for searchmg for and fraversing data. However, the present 
invention may be augmented by organizing network 800 mto a hierarchy. In one embodiment of 
the present invention, once network 800 is formed, a hierarchy, such as hierarchy 900 illusfrated 
in FIG. 9, may be formed. 



-17- 



Attorney Docket No. INME-002/00US 

[0072] Hierarchy 900 includes a parent 910, a child 920, and any number of further 
descendants including a descendant 930, a descendant 940, a descendant 950, a descendant 
960, and a descendant 970. In hierarchy 900, child 920 descends from parent 910; descendent 
930 descends from child 920; descendant 940 descends from descend 930; etc. In general, 
hierarchy 900 represents relationships between groups 805 of network 800 at various levels. In 
hierarchy 900, a unique parent 910 exists at the top, followed by one or more "children" 920, 
each of which are followed by one or more "grandchildren" (e.g. descendants 930). For ease of 
description, any group below parent 910 is referred to as a "descendant." Also, at any level 
within hierarchy, a first group immediately above a second group is a "predecessor to" the 
3 second group, and the second group is a "descendant of the first group. A link between a 
y predecessor group and a descendant group is representative of a mapping between the groups. 
Thus, hierarchy 900 organizes data as levels of groups 805 and links defining relationships 
between groups 805. 

[0073] The present invention may utiHze various types of hierarchies 900 such as those 
y illustrated in FIGS. lOA-lOD. FIG. lOA illustrates a simple hierarchy 1010 having one group at 
^ each level and a single link between groups on adjacent levels. FIG. lOB illustrates a strict 
hierarchy 1020 having at least one level with multiple groups. In strict hierarchy 1020, a unique 
path exists from each predecessor group back to the parent group. FIG. IOC illustrates a mixed 
hierarchy 1030 also having at least one level with multiple groups. In mixed hierarchy 1030, 
many paths may exist from each predecessor group back to the parent group. FIG. 1 OD 
illustrates a partially ordered hierarchy 1040 also having at least one level with multiple groups. 
Partially ordered hierarchy 1 040 also may include one or more links between non-adjacent 
levels. In other words, in partially ordered hierarchy 1040, a descendant group may have two 
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predecessors that reside at different levels from one another. In the other types of hierarchies 
1010, 1020, 1030, each predecessor-descendant pair exists at adjacent levels in the hierarchy. 
Partially ordered hierarchy 1040 represents the most general relationship among the groups. 

[0074] Reference is now made to FIGS. 1 1 A- 1 ID to discuss forming network 800 into a 
hierarchy. FIG. 1 lA illustrates a hierarchy 1110 that may be formed from network 800. In 
hierarchy 1110, each of groups 805 is located at various levels including a first level 1 120, a 
second level 1 130, a third level 1 140, a fourth level 1 150, and a fifth level 1 160. Specifically, 
group 895 is located at first level 1 120; groups 810, 820 and 830 are located at second level 
1 130; groups 850, 860, and 870 are located at third level 1 140; group 880 is located at fourth 
level 1 1 50; and groups 840 and 890 are located at fifth level 1 1 60. Each of the mappings from 
network 800 is included as links between the various levels. In FIG. 1 1 A, group 895 is selected 
as parent group 910; groups 810, 820, and 830 descend therefrom; etc. 

[0075] FIG. 1 IB illustrates another hierarchy 1 170 formed from network 800. In 
hierarchy 1 170, group 895 is again selected as parent group 910, but the hierarchical structure 
underneath is different. Again, each of the mappings from network 800 is included as links 
between the various levels in hierarchy 1 170. However, some of groups 805 have been 
organized at different levels from those in hierarchy 1110, 

[0076] FIG. lie illustrates another hierarchy 1 180 formed from network 800. Hierarchy 
1 180 is an example of strict hierarchy 1 020 because only one path exists from any group to the 
parent group. In hierarchy 1 180, at least one of the mappings in network 800 has been removed. 
This may be desired in some embodiments where exploitation of some relationships may not be 
useful or required. While not illustrated, in some embodiments of the present invention, 
hierarchy 1 180 may not include one or more groups 805 from network 800 for similar reasons. 
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In addition, some of groups 805 have been organized at different levels from those in hierarchies 
11 10 and 1170. 

[0077] FIG. 1 ID illustrates yet another hierarchy 1 190 formed from network 800. In 
hierarchy 1 190, a group other than group 895 is selected at parent group 910. Specifically, group 
850 is selected as parent group 910. 

[0078] As illusfrated in FIG. 1 1 A-1 ID, groups 805 may be located at different levels 
within the hierarchy. For example, in hierarchy 1110, group 850 is a predecessor to group 840, 
whereas m hierarchy 1 170, group 850 is a descendant of group 840. As discussed above, 
because MMF files and MMR files are relative to another, they may be readily used to map the 
relationships between groups 805 in network 800. Then, regardless of the hierarchy selected, the 
respective MMF files and MMR files may be easily inverted, as necessary, to properly reflect 
any selected predecessor-descendant or other direction-based relationships. 

[0079] The present invention utilizes the hierarchies just described to organize, search, 
present, and retrieve data efficiently and rapidly. The hierarchies and relationship embodied in, 
for example, the MMX files form a flexible and adaptable way to organize data according to 
natural relationships. As discussed, a given set of groups 805 may be used to build multiple 
hierarchies by changing the level assigned to each group and/or exploiting the relationship 
between the groups. Thus, the organization of the groups within the hierarchies is somewhat 
arbitrary. For that matter, m many embodiments, organizing the groups of network 800 into any 
form of hierarchy may be unnecessary. 

[0080] Regardless of whether the groups are organized into a hierarchy, one factor in 
organizing network is which group is selected as the parent or determinant group, the unique 
group at the apex or center of the network. In some embodiments of the present invention, the 
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parent group may be selected somewhat arbitrarily. In other embodiments, the parent group may 
be selected as the most independent of the groups in the hierarchy. In other words, the parent 
group is selected as the group with the least number of dependencies to other groups in the 
hierarchy. In still other embodiments, the parent group is selected as being causal to the other 
groups in the hierarchy. In these embodiments, the parent groups "causes" or "initiates" the 
information within the hierarchy -- without this causal group, no information would exist (or be 
relevant). In yet other embodiments, no clear parent group exists. However, the network still 
imposes a useful order and structure for the information in the database and the relationships that 
exist therein. 

Composite Mappings 

[0081] A composite mapping defines a mapping between a first group and a third group 
via a second group. In other words, if a mapping is defined between the first group and the 
second group, and another mapping is defined between tiie second group and the third group, a 
composite mapping may be created between the first group and the third group. FIG. 12 
illustrates this process graphically. Specifically, as illustrated therein, group A is mapped to 
group X through group 2; group B is mapped to group Y through group 1 and to group Z through 
group 3; and group C is mapped to group X through group 2. In this manner, composite 
mappings may be created that define mappings directly between group A and group X, between 
group B and groups Y and Z, and between group C and group X. 

[0082] In the context of network 800, composite mappings may be exploited to create a 
direct mapping between group 870 and 820. This may be achieved by creating, in series, the 
mappings along a path firom group 870 to group 820. For example, this path may comprise 
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group 870 to group 830, group 830 to group 895, and group 895 to 820. Alternately, this path 
may comprise group 870 to group 830, group 830 to group 895, group 895 to group 810, group 
810 to group 840, group 840 to group 850, and group 850 to group 820. 

[0083] Thus, by extending this example, as long as groups 805 in network 800 are 
connected to at least one other group, composite mappings may be used to turn network 800 into 
an interconnected network. In other words, each group 805 may have a direct mapping to any 
other group 805 in network. As a result, any arbitrary hierarchy may be formed from network 
800 by creating all possible mappings and selecting which mappings to keep and which to 
ignore. 

Contexts 

n [0084] According to the present invention, a context is a collection of information 

represented by an instance of a first group as well as all instances of any groups in the network 
= that are related to the instance of the first group. In a hierarchical implementation, the context is 
J a collection of information represented by an instance of a predecessor group as well as all 
instances of any groups in the hierarchy that descend from the instance of the predecessor group. 
A determinant context is one in which the first group (or predecessor group) corresponds to a 
parent group in the network (hierarchy). In other words, the determinant context specifies tiie 
instances of any group that can be mapped up through tiie network to the instance(s) of the 
parent group. A context may be constinicted from a parent group incrementally using 
relationship information such as tiiat stored according to some embodiments of the present 
invention in MMX files. 
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[0085] The present invention is now descaibed in terms of network 800 organized in a 
hierarchical fashion; however, this description appHes equally to a general network 800 as will 
be appreciated. FIG. 13 illustrates a hierarchy 1300 for a database including information about 
debts owned by a company and collection actions associated with those debts. A simple context 
is now illustrated by considering a subset of hierarchy 1300 including a person group 1310, an 
account group 1330, and an account alias group 1360. As illustrated, parent group 1310 includes 
various data fields including a personal identification number "PIDN" 13 1 1, a social security 
number "SSN" 1312, a last name 1313, a first name 1314, and a middle initial 1316. Other 
groups may include one or more other data fields illustrated but not otherwise described. 

3 [0086] An MMX file 1 3 1 5 (illustrated in FIG. 1 3 as a line connectmg person group 1310 

with account group 1330) and maps relationships between instances of parent group 1310 and 

; instances of account group 1330. Likewise an MMX file 1 335 (ilhistrated in FIG. 13 as a line 
connecting account group 1330 with account alias group 1360) maps relationships between 

: mstances of account group 1330 and instances of account aUas group 1360. 

^ [0087] FIG. 14 illustrates a particular instance, orperson 1410, of person group 1310. 

This instance corresponds to a set of data elements from data storage 1 50 as organized according 
to one embodiment of the present invention. In this embodiment, person 1410 represents a line 
141 1 mto person group 1310 (and its associated data files not otherwise illustrated). As 
illustrated, for person 1410, Kne 141 1 has a value of "2066595" which, as discussed above, acts 
as an index, pointer or other identifying indicia to the associated data files. 

[0088] As mentioned above, MMX file 1315 maps a relationship between an instance of 
person group 1310 and mstance(s) of account group 1330, and vice versa. In one embodiment of 
the present invention, MMX file 1315 includes a pair of files, such as an MMF file 1510 and an 
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MMR file 1520 as illustrated in FIG. 15. With respect to person 1410, MMX file 1315 may be 
used to identify accounts 1430, if any, for that person 1410. In particular, Ime 141 1 is used as an 
index to MMF file 1510 to return any relationships between person 1410 and accounts 1430. As 
illustrated in FIG .15, line 141 1 provides two accounts related to person 1410, namely those 
accounts referenced by lines 1 43 1 A and 1 43 1 B having values " 1 586 1 5 1 " and " 1 586 1 50" 
respectively. Th^e accounts correspond to accounts 1430A and 1430B illustrated in FIG. 14. 
Thus, information associated with accounts 1430A and 1430B related to person 1410 may be 
retrieved using these values as indexes to data files associated with account group 1330. 

[0089] In a similar manner, MMX file 1335 maps relationship between instances of 
account group 1330 and instances of account ahas group 1360. In one embodiment of the 
J present invention, MMX file 1 335 includes a pair of files, such as an MMF file 1 6 1 0 and an 
^ MMR file 1620 as illustrated in FIG. 16. With respect to account 1430A, MMX file 1335 may 
be used to identify account aliases 1460, if any. In particular, line 1431A is used as an index to 
; MMF file 1610 to return any relationships between this instance of account 1430A and any 
y instances of account aliases 1460. As illustrated in FIG. 16, line 1431A provides two account 
^ ahases related to account 1430A, namely those account aliases referenced by lines 1461 A and 
1461B having values "2518821" and "2518820", respectively. These account aliases correspond 
to account aliases 1460A and 1460B as illustrated in FIG. 14. Thus, information associated with 
account aliases 1460A and 1460B related to account 1430 may be retrieved using lines 1461A, 
1461B as indexes to data files associated with account alias group 1360. A similar process may 
be followed for account 1430B. 

[0090] In a like manner, other information fi-om address group 1320, legal docket group 
1340, and lawyer group 1350 may be located and assembled for person 1410. As thus described, 
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an entire context for person 1410, representing all information available in hierarchy 1300, may 
be assembled. 

[0091] FIG. 17 illustrates an exemplary user interface 1700 for a context 1710including 
various data retrieved from data files 140 associated with person group 1310, account group 
1330, and account alias group 1360. (A foil context would include data, if any, from all groups 
included in FIG. 13. For purposes of clarity and understanding, this data has not been 
illustrated.) 

[0092] As illustrated in FIG. 17, information from various groups in hierarchy 1300 are 
offset from that of other groups in user interface 1 700 to provide an indication of relationships 
J among the groups. In particular, account 1430A is offset from person 1410 because account 
:j group 1430 is a descendant of person group 1310 in hierarchy 1300. Likewise, account aliases 
S 1460A, 1 460B are offeet from account 1430A because account alias group 1330 is a descendant 

of account group 1430. Similar relationships can be determined from among person 1410, 
J account 1430B and account aliases 1460C, 1460D. Other forms of user interfaces may be used 
to convey a similar indication of relationships among the information in context 1710. For 
example, a user interface similar to the form illustrated in FIG. 13 may be implemented with 
each block including the information located therein. 

[0093] In one embodiment of the present invention, user interface 1700 provides an 
indication of relationships in an outline fashion as illustrated in FIG. 17. Thus, account aliases 
1460A, 1460B are directly related to account 1430A and likewise 1460C, 1460D are directly 
related to account 1430B. In similar outline fashion, accounts 1430A, 1430B are directly related 
to person 1410. 
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[0094] In the example illustrated in FIG. 17, two instances 1430A, 1430B of account 
group 1330 descend from an instance 1410 of person group 1310. Other instances of other 
groups descending from person group 1310 may be included in context 1710 as would be 
apparent. These groups may be organized and presented in a similar fashion at that described 
above. 

First Exemplary Query 

[00951 Aspects of the present invention have thus far been described in terms of how data 
is organized and stored in a network or a hierarchy. Further aspects of the present mvention have 
also been described m terms of how this network may be used to retrieve mformation in the form 
of contexts from that network. Now the present invention is described in terms of how pertinent 
information may be located and retrieved using the network. According to one embodiment of 
the present mvention, any search of the network returns the pertinent information in one or more 
contexts. Thus, query terms corresponding to groups m the network are first evaluated at an 
appropriate level and then propagated through the network to at least one predecessor group, and 
in some embodiments as described below, to the parent group, so that the matching contexts may 
be retrieved. This process is described using the example illustrated in FIGS. 1 8-24 snA Tables 
II and III. 

[0096] In this example, database 150 includes information pertaining to course offerings 
provided by a university. Table II illusfrates a Kst of course offerings in terms of one or more 
prerequisites for each course as well as one or more degree requirements that are satisfied by 
each course. Table III illustrates degrees awarded by the university in terms of their degree 
requirements. 
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[0097] FIG. 18 illustrates a network, more particularly, a hierarchy 1800 that embodies 
information from Tables II and III. In hierarchy 1800, a course group 1810 is selected as a 
parent group. A prerequisite group 1820 descends from course group 1810 as does a 
requirements group 1830. This portion of hierarchy 1800 reflects the information in Table II. A 
majors group 1840 descends from requirements group 1830. This portion of hierarchy 1800 
reflects the information in Table III. 

[0098] The information in Table II and Table III as well as that in hierarchy 1800 is 
highly condensed for pvuposes simplicity and clarity. Whereas Table II specifies an instance of 
course group 1810 as "Course A," in a typical application, this instance may include various data 
fields, such as Course Title: "Introduction to Moleciilar Biology," Professor: 'T)r. James 
Watkins," Course Text: "Molecular Biology for Beginners," Course Days: "MWF," Course 
Time: "8:00 a.m.," Course Credits: "3," etc. These exemplary data fields and their values may 
form the instance of course group 1 810 that is henceforth referred to as "Course A." Such 
complexity has been discussed with respect to the former example illustrated m FIGS. 14-17. 
Similar simplifications have been made for the other groups in this example. 



TABLE II - Course Offerings 



Course 



Prerequisite 
Courses 



Degree 

Requirement 

Satisfied 



A 



X 



u 



B 



A 



V 



C 



Y 



T,V 
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TABLE III - Degree Requirements 


Degree Major 


Degree Requirements 


T 




U 




V 


Y 



[0099] FIG. 19 illustrates data files 1900 reflective of the respective information for each 
of the groups in hierarchy 1800. In particular, a data file 1910 corresponds to courses in course 
group 1810; a data file 1920 corresponds to prerequisites in prerequisites group 1820; a data file 
1930 corresponds to degree requirements in requirements group 1830; and a data filel940 
corresponds to degree majors in major group 1840. As illustrated in FIG. 19, expKcit line 
numbers are included in a left-hand column of each of data files 1 900. As would be understood, 
the left-hand column may be eliminated and an implicit line number may be used as described 
above. As also illustrated, each of the groups includes only one data file 1900, each with only 
one data field. This example was chosen for purposes of clarity and understanding. As would be 
apparent, the groups may be associated with several data files, each with multiple data fields as 
in previously described examples. 

[0100] FIGS. 20-22 illustrate MMX files reflective of the various relationships between 
the groups in hierarchy 1800 in accordance with Table II and Table III. Specifically^ FIG. 20A 
illustrates an MMF file 2010 mapping course group 1810 to prerequisites group 1820; FIG. 20B 
illustrates an MMR file 2020 mapping prerequisites group 1820 to course group 1810; FIG. 21 A 
illustrates an MMF file 21 10 mapping course group 1810 to requirements group 1830; FIG. 2 IB 
illustrates an MMR file 2120 mapping requirements group 1830 to course group 1810; FIG. 22A 
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illustrates an MMF file 2210 mapping requirements group 1830 to degree majors group 1840; 
and FIG. 22B illustrates an MMR file 2220 mapping degree majors group 1840 to requirements 
group 1830. 

[0101] Once information from Tables II and III is organized according to the present 
invention^ a query may be made to extract pertinent information therefrom. A natural language 
exemplary query is "Given Cowse X has been taken, what courses can Student take?" From the 
natural language query, relevant search terms are extracted according to well-known techniques. 
In this example, the relevant search terms are "X." Next, the search terms are queried against 
each group in hierarchy 1 800 without regard to any particular data file in which "X" may or may 
not occur. Each match is identified as an occurrence of "X" within hierarchy 1800. 

[0102] For each occurrence of "X," hierarchy 1800 is traversed, beginning at the 
occurrence, upwardly through hierarchy 1 800 to build an upward portion of a context. In one 
embodiment of the present invention, hierarchy 1800 is upwardly traversed to at least one 
predecessor group. In other embodiments of the present invention, hierarchy 1 800 is upwardly 
traversed until a parent group is reached. In either case, once an appropriate predecessor is 
located, hierarchy 1 800 is downwardly traversed from that predecessor through each of the 
groups to build a downward portion of the context. While traversing hierarchy 1 800 in either 
direction, information related to "X" is extracted thereby building the context. According to one 
embodiment of the present invention, a separate context is built for each occurrence of "X" 
located in hierarchy 1800. 

[0103] This example is now described in specific terms with respect to FIGS. 19-24. 
FIG. 23 illustrates an operation 2300 of one embodiment of the present invention. FIG. 24 
illustrates a context 2400 that is built for the query of this example according to one embodiment 
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of the present invention. In an operation 2310, a query is made against each of the groups in 
hierarchy 1 800 to locate all occurrences of the search terms in hierarchy 1 800. In this example, 
the only occuirence of "X" in hierarchy 1800 is an instance of prerequisites group 1820 located 
at "Line 2" of prerequisites data file 1920. This occurrence is identified as occurrence 2410 in 
context 2400 in FIG. 24. 

[0104] In an operation 2320, hierarchy 1800 is upwardly traversed using relationship 
information between the group associated with occurrence 2410 and any other group in hierarchy 
1800 to identify information related to occurrence 2410 in at least one predecessor group. In one 
embodiment of the present invention, MMR files (such as MMR file 2020, 2120, and 2220) are 
used to store such relationship information thereby allowing the traversal of hierarchy 1800 in an 
upward direction toward predecessors. Other types of mechanisms for storing relationship 
information may be utilized to accomplish similar results as would be apparent. In this example, 
MMR file 2020 maps the relationships between prerequisites group 1820 and course group 1810, 
the only predecessor group to prerequisites group 1820. 

[0105] In operation 2320, MMR file 2020 is accessed, using "Line 2" (which 
corresponds to a location of "X" in prerequisites data file 1920) as an index, to identify related 
courses in course data file 1910. In this example, MMR file 2020 specifies "Line 1" as the only 
course related to this prerequisite. Using "Line 1" as an index to course data file 1910 identifies 
"A" as the course. Any information so identified, such as information 2420 corresponding to 
"A," is added to context 2400. 

[0106] Operation 2320 may be repeated to add instances of the groups to build context 
2400 in the upward direction until at least one predecessor group is identified, a particular 
predecessor group is identified, or the parent group is identified. In the event that occurrence 
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2410 is an instance of the parent group, operation 2320 may not be performed (z.e., the parent 
group has no predecessors). In this example, course group 1810 is the parent group so no further 
upward traversals are performed. 

[0107] Operation 2320 may also be repeated to add instances of the groups to build 
context 2400 in the upward direction for each relationship associated with occurrence 2410 and 
instances of the predecessor group. For example, if MMR file 2020 includes a one-to-many 
relationship for "X/' each path toward the predecessor group would be used to traverse hierarchy 
1800 and form corresponding contexts. In this example, no other relationships are associated 
with occurrence 2410 and instances of course group 1810. 
5 [0108] Operation 2320 may also be repeated to build contexts for each predecessor group 

f-r. 

y related to occurrence 2410. In other words, if other relationship information exists between 
3 prerequisites group 1820 and another predecessor group in hierm-chy 1800, this relationship 

information may also be traversed to determine other upward paths. In this example, 
Z prerequisites group 1 820 has no other predecessor groups in hierarchy 1 800, 
Ij [0109] According to the present invention, a separate context is formed for each upward 

path in hierarchy 1 800 from occurrence 2410. In other words, a separate context is ultimately 
formed for each instance of related information located in a parent group (or other predecessor 
group). In this example, only one instance of related information, e.g., information 2420, is 
located in hierarchy 1 800, so only context 2400 is built. This is discussed in further detail below. 

[0110] In an operation 2330, relationship information between the parent group (or other 
predecessor group) and any other group in hierarchy 1800 is accessed to downwardly traverse 
hierarchy 1800 to each descendant, each descendant of descendants, etc. In one embodiment of 
the present invention, MMF files (such as MMF files 2010, 2110, and 2210) are used to traverse 
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hierarchy 1800 in a downward direction toward descendants. Other types of mechanisms for 
storing relationship information may be utilized to accomplish similar results as would be 
apparent In this example, MMF file 2010 maps the relationships between instances of course 
group 1810 and instances of prerequisites group 1820; MMF file 21 10 maps the relationships 
between instances of course group 1810 and instances of requirements group 1830; and MMF 
file 2210 maps the relationships between instances of requirements group 1830 and instances of 
majors group 1840. No other relationships are specified in hierarchy 1800. 

[0111] hi this example, during operation 2330, MMF file 2010 is accessed, using "Line 
1" (which corresponds to a location of "A" in course data file 1910) as an index, to identify 
related prerequisites m prerequisites data file 1920. In fliis example, accessing MMF file 2010 
returns the already identified relationship "X" from prerequisites data file 1920. However, m 
other examples, such as those where "A" may have one-to-many relationships with prerequisites 
in prerequisites data file 1920, additional information related to context 2400 would be retiieved. 
Furthermore, even tiiough "X" is already identified, additional information related to context 
2400 from descendants of "X" must be retiieved by downwardly ti-aversing hierarchy 1800. In 
this example, no descendants of "X" exist. 

[0112] Operation 2330 may also be repeated to build contexts in the downward dkection 
for each relationship associated with the parent group and instances of descendant groups. In 
this example, during operation 2330, MMF file 21 10 is also accessed, using "Line 1" as an index 
to identify related requirements in requirements data file 1930. In this example, MMF file 21 10 
specifies "Line 2" as the only requirement related to this course. Using "Line 2" as an index to 
requirement data file 1930 identifies "U" as the requirement. Any information so identified, 
such as information 2430 correspondmg to "U," is added to context 2400. 
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[0113] Operation 2330 may also be repeated to build contexts in the downward direction 
for each relationship associated with descendants of the parent group and instances of their 
descendant groups. In this example, during operation 2330, MMF file 2210 is also accessed, 
using "Line 2" (which corresponds to a location of "U" in requirements data file 1930) as an 
index, to identify related degree majors in degree majors data file 1940. In this example, MMF 
file 2210 specifies "Line 1" and "Line T as the degree majors related to this requirement. Thus, 
operation 2330 is repeated for each of these instances. Using "Line 1" as an index to degree 
majors data file 1940 identifies "a" as the degree major and using "Line T as an index identifies 
"P" as the degree major. This information 2440 and 2450, respectively, is added to context 2400. 

[0114] In this example, context 2400 is fiiUy built with respect to the query of "X/' In an 
operation 2340, context 2400 is presented to user 1 10 as a response to the query. In natural 
language, the response to the query of "X" is "Given Course 'X' is completed. Student may take 
Course 'A,' which satisfies Requirement *U,' which is required by Degree Major 'a' and Degree 
Major 

Second Exemplary Query 

[0115] Another natural language exemplary query is "What courses does Student need to 
satisfy Requirement V?" In this example, the relevant search term is "V," Operation 2300 
queries hierarchy 1800 with "V" and subsequenfly builds contexts 2500A and 2500B as 
illustrated in FIG. 25. In an operation 23 10, a query is made against each of the groups in 
hierarchy 1800 to locate all occurrences of the search terms in hierarchy 1800. In this example, 
the only occurrence of "V" in hierarchy 1800 is an instance of requirements group 1830 located 
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at "Line 3" of requirements data file 1930. This occurrence is identified as an occurrence 2510 
in context 2500A as illustrated in FIG. 25. 

10116] In operation 2320, hierarchy 1800 is upwardly traversed using relationship 
information between the group associated with occurrence 2510 and any other group in hierarchy 
1 800 to identify information related to occurrence 2510 in at least one predecessor group. In this 
example, MMR file 2120 maps the relationships between requirements group 1830 and course 
group 1810, the only predecessor group to requirements group 1830. 

[0117] MMR file 2120 is accessed, using "Line 3" (which corresponds to a location of 
"V" in requirements data file 1930) as an index, to identify related courses in course data file 
5 1910. In this example, MMR file 2120 specifies two relationships, namely, "Line 2" and "Line 
y 3," as related to this requirement. Using "Line 2" as an index to course data file 1910 identifies 
3 "B" as the related course. Using "Line 3" as an index to course data file 1 9 1 0 identifies "C" as 
=^ the related course. Because each of these relationships represents a separate upward path, a 
i separate context is formed. More particularly, a context 2400A is formed for an upward patii to 
y course "B" and a context 2400B is formed for an upward path to course "C." Thus, information 
1 25 1 5 corresponding to course "B" is added to context 2400A and information 2530 
corresponding to course "C" is added to context 2400B. 

[0118] First, for purposes of illustration, context 2400A is fiilly built. Because no other 
predecessor group exists in hierarchy 1800, operation 2320 is complete with respect to context 
2400A and processing continues at operation 2330. In tiiis example, during operation 2330, 
MMF file 2010 is accessed, using "Line 2" (which corresponds to a location of "B" in course 
data file 1910) as an index, to identify related prerequisites in prerequisites data file 1920. In this 
example, accessing MMF file 2010 retiims "Line 1" as the only prerequisite related to this 
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course. Using "Line 1" as an index to prerequisite data file 1920 identifies "A" as the 
prerequisite. Accordingly, information 2520 corresponding to prerequisite "A" is added to 
context 2500A. In this example, no other prerequisites are related to ''B" nor do fiirther groups 
descend firom prerequisites group 1820. 

[0119] In this example, during operation 2330, MMF file 21 10 is also accessed, using 
"Line T as an index to identify related requirements in requirements data file 1930. In this 
example, MMF file 21 10 specifies "Line 3" as the only requirement related to this course. Using 
"Line 3" as an index to requirement data file 1930 returns the already identified "V" as the 
requirement. 

3 [0120] Operation 2330 is repeated for descendants of requirements group 1830. In this 

J example, during operation 2330, MMF file 2210 is also accessed, using "Line 3" (which 
% corresponds to a location of ''V" in requirements data file 1 930) as an index, to identify related 
degree majors in degree majors data file 1 940. In this example, MMF file 22 1 0 specifies "Line 
z 3'* as the degree major related to this requirement. Using "Line 3" as an index to degree majors 
y data file 1940 identifies 'Y' as the degree major. This information 2525 is added to context 
^ 2500A. 

[0121] In this example, context 2500A is fully built with respect to the query of "V." 
Next, context 2500B is Mly buih. In this example, during operation 2330, MMF file 2010 is 
accessed, using "Line 3" (which corresponds to a location of "C" in course data file 1910) as an 
index, to identify related prerequisites in prerequisites data file 1920. In this example, accessing 
MMF file 2010 retums "Line 3" as the prerequisite related to this course. Using "Line 3" as an 
index to prerequisite data file 1920 identifies "Y" as a prerequisite. Accordingly, information 
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2540 corresponding to prerequisite "Y" is added to context 2500B. In this example, no other 
prerequisites are related to "C" nor do further groups descend from prerequisites group 1820, 
[0122] During operation 2330, MMF file 21 10 is also accessed, using "Line 3" as an 
index to identify related requirements in requirements data file 1930. In this example, MMF file 
21 10 specifies "Linel" and "Line 3" as the requirements related to this course. Using "Line 1" 
as an index to requirement data file 1930 returns "T" as the requirement and using "Line 3" as an 
index to requirement data file 1930 returns the already identified "V" as the requirement. This 
new information 2545 corresponding to requirement "T" is added to context 2500B. 

[0123] Operation 2330 is repeated for descendants of requirements group 1830. In this 
1 example, during operation 2330, MMF file 22 10 is also accessed, first using "Line 1" (which 
J corresponds to a location of *T" in requurements data file 1 930) and next using "Line 3" (which 
^ corresponds to a location of "V" in requirements data file 1930). 

[0124] With respect to "Luie 1" as an index, MMF file 2210 specifies "Line 1," "Line 2," 
j and "Lme 3" as the degree majors related to this requirement. Using these indices to degree 
y majors data file 1940 identifies "a," "P," and 'Y' as the degree majors, respectively. These are 
^ added to context 2500A as information 2550, information 2555, and information 2560, 
respectively. 

[0125] With respect to "Line 3" as an index, MMF file 2210 specifies "Line 3" as the 
degree major related to this requirement. Using "Line 3" as an index to degree majors data file 
1940 identifies "y" as the degree majors, respectively. This information 2565 is added to context 
2500B. At this pomt, context 2500B is fiiUy built. 

[0126] Context 2500A and context 2500B form a response to the query. In natural 
language, the response to the query of "V" is 'To satisfy Requirement 'V,' Course 'B' and 
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Course must be taken. Course has Course 'A' as a prerequisite and in part, satisfies 
Requirement * V which is required by Degree Major 'y.' Course has Course 'Y' as a 
prerequisite and in part, satisfies Requirement 'T' which is required by Degree Major 'a/ 
Degree Major 'p/ and Degree Major *y' and also satisfies Requirement which is required by 
Degree Major 'y/" 

[0127] In the example just described, the query was satisfied by two separate contexts: 
context 2500A corresponding to Course and context 2500B corresponding to Course 'C' In 
this example, the contexts correspond to different instances of the same parent group; however, 
in other examples, the contexts may correspond to instances of separate parent groups, or some 
3 combination thereof 

[0128] In the examples described above, hierarchy 1300 and hierarchy 1800 represent 
t two or three levels descending firom the parent group with a handful of groups at each level. As 
would be appreciated, the present invention may operate with hierarchies having ^y mmiber of 
r levels with any number groups at each level. As would also be appreciated, the present invention 
y may operate with networks not organized as hierarchies or with groups at any levels. In any 
^ case, each group may include any number of data fields as would also be apparent. Contexts 
built firom these types of hierarchies (or networks) may resemble significant databases 
themselves once all information related to the search term is extracted. In fact, these contexts 
may be used as subsets of the original database(s) and downloaded into a laptop computer, PDA, 
or similar device, for fijrther querying, report generation, etc. This may be particularly usefiil 
where these types of devices are unable to access or contain the original database(s) themselves. 
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Compound Queries 

[0129] Compound queries, or those queries with multiple search terms, may be handled 
in a variety of ways. In one embodiment of the present invention, each individual search term in 
the compound query is used to generate its own set of contexts and then the contexts are merged 
with respect to the AND's and OR's of the compound query. In some embodiments of the 
present invention, particularly those where search terms are AND'ed, a first search term may 
queried against the hierarchy to build a first context. A second search term is then evaluated 
against the first context rather than against the entire hierarchy. Further AND 'ed search terms 
may be evaluated in a similar manner. In these embodiments, OR'ed search terms are just 
3 included as separate contexts as would be apparent. 

S Internet Queries 

[0130] A particularly useful application of the present invention is as an engine for 
S searching the Internet. Typical queries to the Internet using conventional search engines often 
y return hundreds of 'hits' to a given search term forcing the user to wade through a morass of 
^ information with little appreciable relationship to the search term. Sometimes, in order to 

reduce the number of 'hits' to something manageable, the user is forced to develop complex 

search strings. 

[0131] The Internet is nothing more than a vast database of information with various 
relationships residing therein. The present invention may be used to organize this information 
into a network or hierarchy that may then be queried as discussed above. Rather than return 
*hits,' the present invention returns one or more contexts in which the search terms reside. 
Because each context includes information that is generally related, the search term found in one 
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context may take on different meaning from the same search term in another context. In other 
words, the context gives the search term meaning. Thus, a user may evaluate each of the 
contexts in order to eliminate those contexts not relevant to his understanding or frame of 
reference with respect to the search term. The user may then traverse each of the remaining 
contexts to explore them for information relevant to his query. 

Transformation to a Numeric Format 

[0132] In some embodiments of the present invention, some or all of the information in 

database 1 50 may be transformed into a numeric format. One particularly useful mechanism for 
J !f transforming data into a numeric format is described in AppUcation No. 09/6 1 7,047, entitled 

"System and Method for Storing Data." As would be apparent, other mechanisms may be used. 
I fi [01331 Ctoce information (particulariy, non-numeric information) in the groups is 

s transformed into a numeric format, the groups may be readily sorted in numeric order based on 

one or more of the data fields within each group. Thereafter, locating information within these 
\ % groups involves simple mathematical compare operations on single numeric vahies as opposed to 

text strings. Such operations can be performed at high speed by today's processors. 

Discrete vs. Continuous Information 

[0134] All of the data described thus far has been discrete data. However, in some 
embodiments, the present invention may be extended to continuous data as well. Instead of 
tables MMX files) mapping relationships between discrete values, "MMX ftinctions" could 
map relationships between a: and j as = f(x) and inversely, x ^f'Uy), where jc and may 
themselves be fianctions of some phenomenon. 
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[0135] Fourier series, Taylor series, sampling, or other method could be used to 
approximate these functions over a finite or even an infinite interval Properties of continuous 
data O'.e, derivatives, integrals, etc.) may also be used to characterize and exploit information in 
the data, just as a numeric representation can be used to characterize nonnumeric data. 
Furthermore, any form of mathematical analyses including vector analysis, tensor analysis, etc., 
may be used as tools to characterize and exploit the information therein as well. 

[0136] While the invention has been described herein in terms of a preferred 
embodiment, it is not so limited and is limited only by the scope of the following claims, as 
would be apparent to one skilled in the art. 
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